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Ethnographies of Whiteness: Power and Privilege
Turning on the television or reading a story,
White individuals can often find their own identity
reflected and feel a sense of inclusion; this cannot be
said for non-White peoples. Based on the Whiteness
of one’s skin tone, there are inherent benefits from the
consequences of racism. Those who possess White
privilege— the advantages taken for granted by White
individuals that non-Whites cannot enjoy— can
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exercise the power that is socially associated with their
skin color (DiAngelo, 2018). Whiteness allows one to
engage in daily life with a choice to acknowledge one’s
racial identity or not; Indigenous women and all nonWhite people do not have such a choice.
White individuals cannot fully relate and
connect to those with different racial identities due
to inherent racial power dynamics. When working
with Indigenous women or any group with differing
identities, White individuals must first acknowledge
their racial identity and the present dynamics due
to historical and contemporary oppression through
cultural competence and humility. Cultural competence
is the understanding of the cultural attitudes and values
at play within an individual’s life, and how social
workers can best provide cross-cultural interventions
while acknowledging power dynamics (Walsh, 2013).
Working with this population of women, understanding
their cultural context and relationship with White
individuals throughout history is necessary to engage
in cultural humility, the ongoing critical self-reflection
of personal social identities and the historical impact
these identities have had on disenfranchised groups
(Urdang, 2016). One’s work must remain culturally
and racially aware to ensure no further engagement in
the racial power dynamic.
In addressing one’s social identities and
the historical relationship between the general
White population and Indigenous communities, an
understanding of the root of distrust many Indigenous
communities hold towards White people can be
gathered. Given one’s identities and the barriers they
can create in working with Indigenous women, it
is essential to explore how one can overcome these
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barriers to provide the best service to this population.
Based on this knowledge and research, social workers
must continue exploring cultural humility and cultural
competence to further gain insight into Indigenous
cultures and values to collaborate with community
resources and organizations.
Indigenous Women: On the Margin of the Margin
There is an epidemic of violence against
Indigenous women in the United States that has only
been recently acknowledged by mainstream culture.
Indigenous women experience the highest violence
rates than any other demographic in the United States,
with at least 80% reporting experiencing at least one
form of violence (Burnette, 2019; Oetzel & Duran,
2004). These high rates of violence are due to the
continued effects of historical and contemporary
oppression that resulted from colonization; traditional
tribal structures were once matriarchal and protected
women from violence. However, with the enforcement
of Christianity and its patriarchal ideologies, these
structures were deteriorated and replaced with an
acceptance of violence and women’s submissive status.
The imposition of Christianity upon Indigenous
communities worked in tandem with patriarchal
values to dismantle the matrilineal and egalitarian
structures that held women in honored and respected
positions. Western religious leaders enforced the
notion of women’s submissive status to their husbands
and encouraged the use of terror and violence to
ensure male dominance (Burnette, 2015). As a result
of centuries of imposition and colonization, these
patriarchal practices and ideologies became embedded
in Indigenous communities, as did the shift in women’s
Bridgewater State University

status. This shift resulted in the acceptance of male
violence, especially intimate partner violence, as well
as community fragmentation that collapsed the family
and cultural structures tied to violence prevention
(Beadling, 2016; Burnette & Hefflinger, 2016).
Consequential to the imposition of Western
ideologies and religion, violence against women was
normalized and reinforced by continued oppression
and negative media representation of Indigenous
women. The mainstream media perpetuates harmful
stereotypes such as the Indian Princess–– the ideal
Indigenous woman representing freedom and sexual
submission to White men–– as well as the squaw, a
perceived dirty and lowly Indigenous woman relying
on handouts from White people (Coward, 2014). These
stereotypes surrounding this population are used to
justify the high rates of violence and further encourage
the sexualization of Indigenous women. To combat
the stereotypes perpetuated by mainstream media, as
well as Indigenous cultures that portray women in
silent and domestic roles, Indigenous women such as
Valerie Red-Horse of the Cherokee nation have taken
the camera into their own hands to direct and produce
films that demolish these stereotypes (Beadling,
2016). Indigenous women directors not only challenge
the negative stereotypes, they also address historical
traumas and lived experiences, such as the impact of
boarding schools and high rates of intimate partner
violence (IPV), to provide a voice to this population
of women. Indigenous women continue to rely on
one another for healing and support and to fight their
barriers.
Indigenous women are resilient; they face
the highest violence rates and an incredible amount
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of invisibility regarding services and research.
These individuals rely on grassroots organizations
founded by other Indigenous women for IPV services
and support. Research invisibility and lack of data
are critical if social workers work with culturally
competent interventions, as there is presently no data
on interventions related directly to Indigenous women
(Burnette & Sanders, 2017). Resulting from invisibility
in data collection, the U.S. Census Bureau (2019)
estimates roughly 1.3% of the population identifies as
solely Indigenous; this does not accurately represent
this population but does reflect the consequences of
centuries of systematic violence. Insufficient research
on this group limits practical implementations of
interventions and services, which fails to address the
historical and contemporary oppressions this group
continues to face.
Colonization left Indigenous women with
detrimental stereotypes and the destruction of their
traditional values and culture. Through this destruction,
colonization introduced and normalized the prevalence
of intimate partner violence, with over 66% of
Indigenous communities expressing that IPV is an
accepted part of Indigenous life following the invasion
of Anglo-Saxons (Burnette & Hefflinger, 2016). This
shift in cultural norms was further encouraged as a
result of economic exploitations through boarding
schools and sharecropping that resulted in victims of
such exploits projecting violence suffered onto their
families and ultimately women (Burnette, 2015).
The violence and traumas historically endured has
collapsed protective cultural and family structures that
previously prevented such violence against women.
Colonization further oppressed this population
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economically through labor exploitation and limited
financial supports. Roughly 23% of Indigenous families
report incomes below the poverty line and are twice as
likely to rely on government assistance, an identified
risk factor for experiencing intimate partner violence
(Burnette, 2015; Oetzel & Duran, 2004). Resulting
from continued economic exploitation, Indigenous
peoples are more likely to rely on government financial
support and reside in lower income communities that
lack adequate community resources. The deficiency
of funding not only fails to provide the community’s
required services and supports, but further prevents
the proper interventions regarding tackling IPV among
Indigenous women.
With poorly funded communities and tribal
law enforcement agencies, crimes can go undetected
or under-reported, such as violence against women.
This is partially a result of the present jurisdiction
gap regarding tribal, state, and federal powers over
crimes committed on tribal lands; many crimes,
especially with non-Indigenous offenders, fall under
federal authorities, with over 50% of cases being
declined by attorney generals (Grisafi, 2020). The lack
of legal protections is another form of contemporary
oppression Indigenous women continue to endure, as
over 90% of IPV victims report their perpetrators were
non-Indigenous (Rosay, 2016). Resulting from legal
barriers, there are minimal protections for victims,
with perpetrators falling in the gray area of jurisdiction
due to their non-Indigenous status. There has been
recent action to combat the barriers this group faces in
eradicating IPV by reauthorizing the Violence Against
Women Act in 2013. This reauthorization grants
jurisdiction over non-Indigenous offenders’ crimes
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on tribal lands to federally recognized tribes that can
financially uphold offenders’ due process rights (Yuan
et al., 2015). As appealing as this policy may be, fewer
than 20 tribes have exercised these extended jurisdiction
powers due to financial limitations (Hartman, 2020).
Despite steep barriers and a lack of structural
protections, Indigenous women remain resilient.
They face the highest violence rates and an incredible
amount of invisibility regarding services and research,
yet they continue to lean on one another for support
and healing. This is especially the case regarding IPV
services; these women rely on grassroots organizations
founded by other Indigenous women for resources and
recovery. Social workers must support these existing
structures and learn from Indigenous women what
they need in services, prevention interventions, and
supports. Through this support and continued policy
advocacy and research on the needs and experiences
of Indigenous peoples, social workers will be able to
utilize effective and culturally competent interventions
to address the epidemic of IPV.
Implementing Social Practices to Support
Indigenous Women
Following this group’s needs, there is much
work revolving at the grassroots and community
levels, yet, simultaneously, there is a distinct lack of
response from mainstream societal structures and
services. By reacting to this group’s needs, a feminist
intersectional lens addresses the various oppressive
barriers Indigenous women face. It also allows social
workers to intervene effectively. Utilizing a feminist
intersectional lens to address this social issue allows
social workers to address the interlocking systems of
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oppressions, such as classism and racism, and influence
of patriarchal ideologies on Indigenous women (Ono,
2013). By engaging in a feminist analysis of violence
against Indigenous women, social workers must work
at the micro-level to support this community through
validation and empowerment, while ensuring cultural
competence in interventions (Ono, 2013). Validating
and empowering Indigenous women corresponds
and upholds social work values in efforts to address
social injustices. To further justify the crucial need
for social justice intervention, violence against
Indigenous women results from multigenerational
and intersectional oppressions that significantly
harm this population and threaten their well-being.
Violence against Indigenous women and the continued
perpetuation of such violence prevent these women
and girls from fundamental human rights, a sense of
dignity, and meeting their full potentials.
Practicing in line with social work values
requires social workers, especially non-Indigenous
workers, to continuously engage in critical selfreflection to understand social identities and their roles
in maintaining oppressive structures. This reflection
encourages social workers to explore the implications
of historical oppressions, and how they are chronic and
integrated into Indigenous women’s lives (Burnette,
2019). Challenging these institutions requires efforts
towards consciousness-raising, which educates on
the micro, mezzo, and macro levels to foster cultural
humility (Ono, 2013). Through consciousnessraising, social workers collaborate with Western and
Indigenous services and resources to provide effective
and culturally competent interventions. The Western
view may focus on the individual and their needs;
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tribal traditions view healing through community
engagement, which can address Indigenous women’s
needs to combat their unique oppressions and
experiences tied to IPV.
While ensuring cultural humility, social workers
working with Indigenous populations must familiarize
themselves with the different approaches necessary
to work with this population. Although there is an
overwhelming lack of data on practical interventions’
effectiveness, two methods remain prevalent: holistic
and critical ethnography. As each approach offers
strengths in combating violence against Indigenous
women, some limitations require multiple strategies to
address this social issue’s diverse needs and causes.
Critical Ethnography Approach
Catherine Burnette and Sarah Sanders (2017)
focused on introducing the underutilized critical
ethnography approach in addressing violence against
Indigenous women. A critical ethnography approach
provides research on this issue and aims to uncover
how oppression continues through generations,
making it cyclical (Burnette, 2019). By utilizing
personal storytelling and reflection, researchers and
social workers can gain insight into how oppression
evolves and continues throughout history. This
approach empowers Indigenous women as it allows
them to share their experiences and views on the issue
and voice their suggested interventions and solutions.
When practicing the critical ethnography
approach, Burnette and Sanders (2017) gathered
suggested interventions based on Indigenous women
and professionals interviewed. They found that a
majority expressed a desire for family- and community-
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centered interventions in educating members on the
prevalence and consequences of IPV, prevention
strategies, services, and alternative conflict resolutions
(Burnette & Sanders, 2017). There was a prevalent
collective desire to return to traditional roots and foster
this re-enculturation to combat cultural erasures of
historical oppression. Despite this being one case study,
there is an expressed suggestion to focus on community
intervention to address the violence epidemic against
ALL women.
This approach’s inherent benefits include
gathering the voices of members of this group and those
working directly with these individuals. When creating
interventions on all levels through this approach, we can
allow this group’s voices to guide efforts and increase
education on the community’s needs. Unfortunately,
this approach may generalize all Indigenous women’s
views and suggestions across various nations, thus
eliminating particular conditions associated with the
different nations. For example, Alaskan Indians face
travel barriers in receiving services and interventions,
and to address their need of accessing services may
not be the same for all Indigenous communities. A
critical ethnographic approach may not be beneficial
for the generalization of this group’s needs; however, it
provides a personal and community lens of suggestions
to make sure social workers are up to the challenge of
addressing these systematic invisibilities.
Holistic Approach
The limited research on this population,
including that which addresses intimate partner
violence (IPV) among this group, fails to support
intervention approaches’ effectiveness. There are data
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reflecting positive outcomes in practicing a holistic
approach with Indigenous women. Based on the
results of researchers Catherine Burnette and Sara
Sanders (2017), there is a desire for community work
in addressing IPV among Indigenous professionals and
women. Utilizing the holistic approach in addressing
violence against Indigenous women focuses on
working with the community to address the threat
of violence, especially IPV, through education and
community activism.
The holistic approach suggests the
implementation of interventions that encourage reenculturation, a return to traditional cultural roots.
Examples of holistic interventions include ancestral
healing rituals to promote togetherness, while
addressing historical trauma and validating the trauma
collectively experienced (Oetzel & Duran, 2004).
Healing rituals and other community engagement
interventions focus on the mezzo level to promote
strengthening communal bonds and relations; this
is especially important in preventing and educating
about IPV. Focus on community intervention
is further encouraged by addressing civil legal
sanctions, developing domestic violence courts within
communities, and arresting perpetrators (Oetzel &
Duran, 2004). This approach’s inherent benefit focuses
on community healing and response towards violence
against women and must consider an individualized
approach for IPV survivors.
Regardless of how these interventions appear,
there is a lack of research on these interventions’
effectiveness. Cultural humility must be part of the
development and structuring of services and resources.
Moreover, presently used IPV interventions are
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created based on the general population’s needs and
do not consider Indigenous women’s lived experiences
and barriers. This lack of research and creation of
interventions based on the needs and wants from
specific Indigenous communities, especially women,
fails to provide a culturally competent approach.
Given the present research and data available
on violence against Indigenous women, social workers
do not have adequate information to create and practice
cultural competency. However, this is not to say that
all social workers are culturally incompetent, or that
all interventions are impractical; instead, it requires
further independent research and collaboration with
community leaders and resources to create effective
intervention strategies. Social workers must ensure
their cultural growth and comfort through extensive
self-reflection and education on their clientele
population and present resources and supports.
Activating Cultural Humility and Cultural
Competence
To improve cultural humility on the microlevel, social workers must continue educating social
justice issues and remain current on politics and activist
movements. While educating oneself on current events
and policies, social workers can explore where and
how to intervene to address social justice issues, such
as through petitions, contacting politicians and police
departments, and engaging in protests or educating
others of these issues. Further, social workers must act
with cultural competence in their present and future
work through ongoing training through employment
or educational offerings and independent exploration.
Through continued education of social justice issues,
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policies, and training, social workers are on the path
towards antiracism work and must use their privilege(s)
to combat existing oppressive structures.
Efforts towards cultural competence on the
mezzo level are a continuation of self-reflection to
engage further with one’s community to evaluate
where services and supports are needed. Through
increased engagement and familiarization of resources
and community needs, education on natural supports
within communities where social workers work is
essential to rely on existing structures to address
expressed needs. Additionally, they must help clients
and community members identify resources and
services available to them and advocate for addressing
the community’s needs that may not be met. This
advocacy is further perpetrated on the macro level
through continued engagement in pushing for policy
change through educating oneself and others of such
policies. Through this education, social workers
can continue contacting politicians and community
leaders to address community needs, such as police
accountability measures and signing petitions. To
continue the efforts, one must pursue further education
and advocacy towards policy change on the macro and
mezzo levels to foster social change.
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